Status of long-term asymptomatic HIV-1 infection correlates with viral load but not with virus replication properties and cell tropism. French ALT Study Group.
Qualitative and quantitative virological parameters were investigated in 68 long-term nonprogressor (LTNP) HIV-1-infected patients and 9 slow-progressor controls. LTNP status was defined as an asymptomatic HIV infection for at least 8 years, a stability of CD4+ cell counts > or =600 cells/mm3 and no antiretroviral therapy. LTNP subjects exhibited a lower median plasma RNA load than controls (6,000 vs. 40,000 RNA copies/ ml) despite a wide range of values in both groups. When compared to the control group, LTNP subjects also exhibited a lower virus isolation rate (65% vs. 100%) and cell-associated viremia (0.75 vs. 56.8 number of infectious unit/ million cells) when CD8-depleted CD4+ cells were tested. By contrast, no major differences in virus replication properties or cell tropism were observed. After 1 year of follow-up, no major overall changes in the virological parameters was observed in the 50 LTNP subjects evaluated at this time. However, nine patients had started antiretroviral therapy, and six others had increased viral loads. Despite the progression observed during the first year of follow-up, the hypothesis that there is a specific subgroup of LTNP patients who will not develop disease cannot be ruled out as yet.